What Can We Learn About Postsecondary Vocational Education From Existing Data? by Bailey, Thomas R. & Kienzl, Gregory S.
1
What Can We Learn About Postsecondary Vocational
Education From Existing Data?
Thomas Bailey and Gregory Kienzl
Community College Research Center
Teachers College, Columbia University
May 6–7, 1999
Independent Advisory Panel Meeting
National Assessment of Vocational Education
This paper outlines an agenda for research on postsecondary vocational education that can
be carried out with existing data. Although we take a broad view of this mandate, we are particu-
larly interested in encouraging research that can provide insight into the effects of the Carl D.
Perkins Vocational and Technical Education Act of 1998 (the Act).
The Act prescribes a set of performance indicators designed to promote continuous program
improvement, yet some performance measures may not accurately nor completely measure the
educational and skills training mission performed by community colleges. In fact, certain measures
may adversely affect the two-year postsecondary education sector. We argue that this issue be-
comes especially important in light of the emerging trend of nontraditional pathways taken by stu-
dents through higher education. Although fewer and fewer students proceed through higher
education in an uninterrupted linear path at a single institution, this image continues to dominate
postsecondary education assessment. Helping to resolve the problems of assessment and institu-
tional accountability within the rapidly changing landscape of postsecondary vocational education
is one of the most important roles that projects using existing data could play for the National As-
sessment of Vocational Education (NAVE).
We propose a set of six projects. Most of these can be done as stand-alone projects but
some of them would benefit from coordination. One of our central goals is to propose a portfolio
of projects that can help define what is meant by “success” in postsecondary vocational education.
That is, what is the standard against which to assess the performance of these institutions? Where
possible, we also suggest some analyses that will begin to evaluate the performance of individuals,
groups of institutions, and community colleges as a whole against those standards.
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We begin with a brief review of relevant sections of the Perkins Act, followed by a discus-
sion of the changing pathways through postsecondary education. This is followed by the descrip-
tions of our proposed projects.
In discussing postsecondary vocational education, we focus primarily on public community
colleges. The definitions within the Perkins Act call for an emphasis on community colleges rather
than four-year institutions, and these are the postsecondary institutions influenced most heavily by
the legislation.
One of our objectives is also to provide some background information on available data that
can help the NAVE staff judge what other issues might be successfully addressed with available
data. We do this first by listing, throughout the paper, possible data sources to address relevant
issues. We also include three appendices. The first lists the dates for the next waves of data col-
lection for five of the most important educational data sets. Appendix B reproduces some of the
questions raised in the “Key Issues and Strategies” planning document and specifies the data sets
that could be used to address those questions. Lastly, Appendix C provides descriptions of ten
data sets that have been, or can be, used to analyze postsecondary vocational education.
Description of Relevant Sections of the Perkins Act
The two major focus areas of the new law are to (1) increase accountability and (2) provide
states with more flexibility to use these federal funds.
Accountability
The state must make progress on continually improving the performance of vocational and
technical education students. Therefore, each state will negotiate expected levels of performance
with the Secretary of Education. The eligible community college, or “agency,” must establish state
performance indicators that, at a minimum, must include measures of:
1. Attainment of academic and vocational-technical proficiencies;
2. Attainment of a secondary school degree, GED, or postsecondary degree or credential;
3. Placement, retention, and completion of postsecondary education, placement in military
service or employment; and
4. Participation in and completion of programs that lead to nontraditional training and em-
ployment.
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The levels of performance must be objective, quantifiable, and measurable. Along with the core
indicators of performance mentioned above, the eligible agency may choose to include additional
indicators of performance. How can available data contribute to an assessment based on these
performance indicators?
Available data can be used to assess the performance on each of these indicators, except the
first, of the community college system as a whole. (We return to this later in our discussion of
new pathways through higher education.) In some cases, the performance of individual institu-
tions can be assessed using the degree completions file of the Integrated Postsecondary Education
Data System (IPEDS).
Second, in addition to assessing the performance of the system, available data can be par-
ticularly helpful in evaluating the system of performance indicators. We argue that the concepts of
placement, retention, completion, and degree attainment are increasingly complex and ambiguous.
In other words, simple measures designed to assess “success” may be misleading. Thus research
using available data can help clarify the shifting meaning of these concepts and help understand
the implications of different performance indicators.
Flexible Use of Federal Funds
Perkins focuses the federal investment in vocational and technical education on high-quality
programs that:
• integrate academic and vocational education
• promote student attainment of challenging academic and vocational and technical stan-
dards
• provide students with strong experience in, and understanding of, all aspects of an in-
dustry
• address the needs of individuals who are members of special populations and involve
parents and employers
• provide strong linkages between secondary and postsecondary education
• develop, improve and expand the use of technology
• provide professional development for teachers, counselors, and administrators
The extent to which community colleges are addressing these issues cannot be determined
with available data. Most of these issues can be more fruitfully analyzed through case studies or
new data collection. Rather than proposing special projects designed to evaluate service to special
populations (which could be addressed using available data) we suggest that all relevant studies of
What Can We Learn About Postsecondary Vocational Education From Existing Data?
4
access, retention, completion, and so forth take into account differences among different popula-
tion groups. If we take a broad view of the meaning of the mandate to promote flexibility of funds
for use in high quality and relevant programs, we do think that available data could be of use in
assessing the extent to which community colleges adjust to the changing needs of their local
economies, so we do propose a project in this area.
Accountability and Emerging Pathways Through Higher Education
We suggest that one crucial role that NAVE can play is to help redefine the commonly used
accountability measures in light of changing patterns and purposes of postsecondary education.
Measuring accountability is most straightforward when it involves traditional pathways through
college—continuous attendance at one institution through graduation followed by enrollment in
additional education or employment. This has been disrupted by two broad trends. The first is the
increasing importance of interrupted attendance and multi-institutional enrollment (either sequen-
tial or simultaneous). The second is a growing use of training and education that does not lead to
an associate’s degree or certificate—“Competence without Credentials” as a recent Department
of Education publication put it.
Traditional Educational Pathways
Generally speaking, there are five points on the traditional educational pathway of a typical
community college student. The first is access, followed by transfer, dropout or stopout, degree
or certificate completion, and posteducational work status. The traditional linear model of post-
secondary attendance allows these stages to be studied in isolation and indeed there is a large lit-
erature on each one. These will be briefly reviewed below, indicating some of the most important
conclusions as well as data sources that have been or can be used to address the issues.
Access: The first step on the traditional educational pathway—access to a postsecondary in-
stitution—is a familiar ground covered by national reports. For instance, a National Center for
Education Statistics (NCES) study conducted in 1997 used the National Educational Longitudinal
Study of 1988 (NELS) data set to examine access to postsecondary education of 1992 high
school graduates two years out. The study also profiled these students by their socioeconomic
status, race and ethnicity, and parental levels of education (U.S. Department of Education,
1997a). Supplemental data from the National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS) and
High School and Beyond (HS&B) can also be used to answer questions about how college costs
and financial aid affects attendance status.
What Can We Learn About Postsecondary Vocational Education From Existing Data?
5
Transfer: A common view of a community college is as a “transfer-readying” institution—
where students prepare to transfer to a four-year institution. Moreover, transfer has been a pri-
mary focus of much community college research over the last two decades. Data on transfer are
primarily collected in Beginning Postsecondary Study (BPS) and HS&B. Student transcripts are
available for the BPS and HS&B cohort, which greatly improves the accuracy of the data. Some
of the highlights of existing studies on transfer are summarized below:
• One out of four community college students indicated in 1989–90 that they were
working toward a bachelor’s degree (prospective transfers). Of this group, 39 percent
transferred directly to a 4-year institution by 1994.
• Among community college students identified as prospective transfers, those who en-
rolled full time in their first year were about twice as likely as those who enrolled part
time to transfer to a 4-year institution within 5 years (50 percent of full-timers trans-
ferred, compared with 26 percent of part-timers).
• Among community college beginners who transferred to a 4-year institution, 65 percent
transferred without a degree. About one out of three completed an associate’s degree
before transferring.
• On average, community college beginners who transferred to a 4-year institution spent
about 20 months at the first institution. They often took a considerable amount of time
off between institutions, averaging 21 months.
• While one out of four community college transfers had received a bachelor’s degree by
1994, another 44 percent were still enrolled at a 4-year institution, for an overall per-
sistence rate of 70 percent. This is comparable to the persistence rate among students
who began at 4-year institutions and among 4-year horizontal transfers.
• The bachelor’s degree attainment rate was much higher among the minority of commu-
nity college transfers who completed an associate’s degree before transferring: 43 per-
cent of associate’s degree completers had received a bachelor’s degree by 1994,
compared with 17 percent among those who transferred without any credential. (U.S.
Department of Education 1997b).
Dropouts and stopouts: Dropouts, stopouts, and student persistence can be determined us-
ing NELS, HS&B, and BPS, respectively. For example, in a recent NCES report using the BPS
data set, the educational experiences of students who leave college in their first year. The report
tracks the path of those who return (stopouts) to determine where and when they enrolled. The
report also compares the background and school experience of stopouts with those who did not
return (stayouts) to college. The analysis reveals that nearly 30 percent of 1989–90 beginning stu-
dents left postsecondary education in their first year. While a majority of stopouts in the four- year
sector transferred elsewhere, in the public two-year sector, the opposite pattern occurred. Fifty-
seven percent of students at public community college returned to the same institution, while 43
percent transferred (U.S. Department of Education 1998).
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The important point to keep in mind is that institutions only “retain” students whereas the
students themselves “persist” (Adelman 1998, p. 3). Students start and stop, attend multiple in-
stitutions simultaneously or sequentially, leave without degrees or certificates, or enroll with no
intention of earning a degree. This topic will be addressed in more detail below.
Degree attainment: As mentioned earlier, IPEDS can be used to determine the number of
degree and/or certificate conferred by two- and four-year postsecondary institutions. On the other
hand, studies of degree attainment using BPS, HS&B, NPSAS, and NELS data sets will have stu-
dents as the unit of analysis.
Work status: Depending on whether an individual perceives himself/herself mainly as a stu-
dent who works or as a worker who occasionally takes class has a tremendous influence on the
educational trajectory chosen. Studies using BPS, HS&B, and NPSAS can show how the amount
of hours worked while enrolled affects student completion and persistence. Other national data
sets, particularly the Current Population Survey (CPS) and the Survey on Income and Program
Participation (SIPP) can give employment status and wage data for individuals who completed a
certain level of education. 
Nontraditional Pathways: What is Success?
In order to arrive at an appropriate set of accountability measures, we need a clear mapping
of emerging nontraditional pathways through higher education. A great deal of progress can be
made on this using national longitudinal data sets, albeit with considerably more time and energy.
Such factors as degree objective, type of institution attended, timing of enrollment, enrollment
intensity and continuity, transfer, financial aid receipt, and student employment should be taken
into account in these analyses. A handful of studies have already started this work.
A recent study conducted by Adelman, for example, finds that of all starting community
college students who earned at least 10 credits, only 47 percent attended only one institution
(1999, table 20). To derive this figure, Adelman used the HS&B data set which collected student
information primarily from the 1980s to early 1990s. He points out that more recent data suggest
that the 1990s saw an increase in multi-institutional attendance, with particularly strong increases
among those who attended at least three colleges. His point is that institutionally based retention
or dropout data give a much more pessimistic picture of college completion than individual lon-
gitudinal data do.
Students use community colleges for a variety of reasons and obtaining a credential may not
necessarily be their primary objective. Using student transcripts from the HS&B data set, Adel-
man writes, “nearly one out of six [of all students who entered a community college] never earns
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even a semester’s worth of credits” (1998, p. 3). In other words, these students are classified as
“experimenters” (Grubb 1999), and, according to Adelman (1998) including them in a universe
with which to judge institutional performance can be misleading.
Even for students who attend a single institution and pass the stage of experimenting, drop-
ping out, or “stopping out,” may not be an indication of failure. Community college advocates
point out that many students attend community college to acquire particular skills with no inten-
tion of completing a degree. Indeed from this point of view, a distribution of credit completion
short of graduation may indeed be an indication of the flexibility of the institution rather than of
failure.
For example, a student accumulates 36 credits but does not earn a credential. The student’s
transcript shows that half of the courses are in finite mathematics, electronics, computer pro-
gramming, computer organization, and architecture. Few would disagree that a dominant tone of
this record exists—this student is prepared to enter the labor market in the general area of com-
puter technologies. Although this does not guarantee labor market success, it does mean that the
student has derived something from the community college experience and this something is valu-
able to employers. Some support for this general argument that community college students can
have success is provided by research that shows the accumulation of credits without a degree
does have economic value, although earning the degree does also have an additional value (Grubb
1999).
Adelman (1998) composes a new system “completion rate,” where students who have a
classifiable cluster of coursework are added to those who obtained an associate’s degree and cer-
tificate. Using this calculation, community colleges achieve nearly 90 percent “success.” This is
also equivalent to the bachelor’s degree completion rate of four-year college students who entered
directly from higher school and earned more than 60 credits (Adelman 1998).
At the same time, policymakers should be careful not to conclude that focusing on new and
varied pathways through higher education renders the concept of completion as meaningless as an
indication of success. After all wage analysis does show that many students who attend commu-
nity college without earning a degree do not enjoy wage increases (even though on average such
students do experience increased earnings). Our point is that changing pathways and uses of
higher education by an increasingly diverse student population complicates assessment, and we
suggest that the NAVE can make a crucial contribution to sorting out this issue.
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Proposed Projects
(1) Mapping Emerging Pathways in Higher Education
We have emphasized throughout this paper the importance of understanding the new and
varied pathways through higher education. This is a central issue for NAVE since a better under-
standing of these pathways will have a profound influence on the standard against which post-
secondary vocational education is assessed. Therefore, a project that maps these pathways and
increases our understanding of them will be a fundamental contribution of the NAVE. Indeed, as
we shall see, the conceptualization and measurements developed by this project could also serve
to strengthen other projects listed below.
Adelman’s recent work (1999) traces the progress of students from high school into higher
education using the HS&B data set and is the most ambitious attempt to understand the new
pathways. Although this work is instructive from a methodological standpoint, its focus is almost
exclusively on bachelor degree attainment. In addition, because it is based on the HS&B data set,
it is useful primarily for illustrating the educational developments in the mid- to late 1980s. Trends
in multi-institutional attendance appear to have accelerated in the 1990s. Moreover, his study
does not examine the growth in noncredit offerings and customized training, which can be on ei-
ther the credit or noncredit side.
A number of national data sets can be useful for this proposed project. For example, IPEDS
completions file can be used to determine the number of degree and/or certificate conferred by a
postsecondary institution. But the most important part of this analysis will be based on the longi-
tudinal data sets, such as BPS and HS&B, that tracks the educational attainment as well as the
employment status of students who attended a postsecondary institution during a 5- and 13-year
period, respectively. Additional analyses using these data sets have been conducted on the educa-
tional attainment of racial and ethnic minorities, first-generation students, at-risk students, and
students with disabilities. The latest waves of the BPS and NELS data sets (see Appendix A)
would be particularly useful.
Thus the outcome of this project will be a mapping of the changing pathways through com-
munity college, especially looking at credit accumulation, degree attainment, multi-institutional
attendance, and interruptions of education. When possible the use of noncredit education and
training should be addressed. Initially this should basically be a descriptive study, but the project
should work towards a categorization or typology of educational pathways. But once a categori-
zation is developed, the project can also analyze the determinants of different pathways. Are there
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differences by race, income level, occupational area, or local economic conditions?  This project
would probably rely primarily on some combination of HS&B, NELS, and BPS.
(2) Economic Returns to Community College Education
In the past, available data have been used widely to evaluate the economic benefit to com-
munity college degrees. This research measures how much more individuals can earn if they com-
plete community college degrees or certificates or if they complete a given amount of course
work with or without degrees. Extensive work has also been done on measuring the benefits of
particular occupational areas and on comparing the benefits of community college degrees to
bachelor’s degrees. The general consensus is that students who attain a subbaccalaureate degree
earn more than those with a high school diploma do. Bachelor’s degree holders earn more than
those with community college degrees, but this is to be expected since community college degrees
take less time to earn. Students do earn more as they accumulate credits even if they do not com-
plete a degree, although the degree or certificate gives an additional boost to earnings. Finally,
there is strong variation in earning depending on the field of study and those with community col-
lege education earn more if they find a job in the field for which they were prepared. Grubb
(1999) has recently completed a review of this research.
Since this has been a widely researched area, a foundation has already been established on
which to build NAVE research. We suggest that NAVE at least commission a review paper that
will update the most recent reviews. A larger project that analyzes the data from the latest wave
of NELS might be useful. Those data, however, will not be collected until 2000, and will probably
not be available in time for the NAVE deadline.
We also suggest a reanalysis of past work based on the emerging pathways conceptualiza-
tion. Using HS&B and NELS, the project would try to measure the earnings effects of interrupted
and multi-institutional attendance. The conceptualizations developed in the above project would
be useful for this project as well.
(3) Review of State Accountability Policy
Performance-based accountability systems are still relatively new in education, so there is
little concrete evidence about what mix of incentives, assistance, and sanctions produces the best
performance results. Accordingly, states are continually working to find the optimal balance be-
tween support and penalty. As we have argued, accountability is most straightforward for tradi-
tional-aged, degree-oriented students in higher education who attend only one institution. A more
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informative project would examine accountability measures in the context of nontraditional stu-
dent pathways.
We suggest that the NAVE conduct a survey of state accountability measures for commu-
nity colleges. This could be done for a sample of states including interviews with state officials
and a representative sample of colleges within the state. The sample of states should be chosen so
as to allow the examination of examples of different approaches to accountability. This could be
done in the context of a follow-up to National Center for Research on Vocational Education
(NCRVE) studies on accountability systems in vocational education (Rahn et al. 1992). The pro-
posed project should summarize the performance measures and standards that have been imple-
mented nationwide as of fall 1998 and highlight examples of states' measures and standards that
are clearly and precisely defined for various outcome areas.
Once again we emphasize that this project should focus on the implications of the emerging
pathways conceptualizations. Given what we are beginning to learn about these pathways, what
are the implications of the various state accountability measures? Do they take into account these
new patterns?
(4) Analysis Based on State Unemployment Insurance (UI) Data
Over the last 20 years, most analyses of the economic value of community college education
has been measured using national longitudinal data bases such as HS&B and the National Longi-
tudinal Study of the Class of 1972 (NLS-72). During the 1990s, several states, most notably
California, Florida, North Carolina, Texas, Indiana, Illinois, Colorado, Alaska, and Washington
have been conducted statewide studies using state UI wage record data to determine postcollege
earnings.1 Using individual social security numbers, states can match students with their earnings,
which are recorded for purposes associated with state unemployment insurance. Thus the SSI
data offer unprecedented opportunities to use posteducation wage data for evaluation and ac-
countability measures of individual institutions.
On the other hand, analysts using the UI/SSI data face several serious problems. The UI
data do not include hours worked. They do not include people who are self-employed, work for
the federal government, are unemployed, or have left the state. In most cases, individual students
cannot be tracked due to confidentiality requirements, so data are usually available only in aggre-
gate categories.
                                               
1 For a review of literature, see Grubb (1999) and Sanchez and Laanan (1998).
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For example, California has been creating files on the total universe of students rather than
just samples of students extracted from administrative records. In short, as students frequently
move in and out of postsecondary education, it becomes more difficult to track them with less
than a universal approach. Also when students transfer from a public to a private postsecondary
institution or move out of state, then it becomes increasingly difficult track them and their educa-
tional and wage record in essence is dropped. As of this writing, only Alaska and Washington
have arranged to retrieve employment earnings from neighboring states.
While most UI wage studies account for students who enlist in the military, are employed in
public sector, or are incarcerated, few have addressed the need to account for those students who
are self-employed. Other concerns related to the matching of a student’s social security number to
his/her employment and UI wage record center on confidentiality and privacy issues (Sanchez and
Laanan 1998).
Thus the UI/SSI data would be most useful for a student taking a traditional path through
postsecondary school—full-time schooling at one institutions, followed by full time work. Yet, as
we have emphasized, a growing number of community college students attend part time, work
while enrolled, attend sporadically, or attend multiple institutions before graduating. All of these
trends complicate the use of UI/SSI data for accountability measures for individual schools.
We propose a project that would first update reviews of the use of SSI/UI data to measure
the earnings effects of community college education. Recent reviews have been done by Grubb
(1999) and Sanchez and Laanan (1998), but states are continuing to analyze their data so addi-
tional studies have been completed since those reviews have been conducted. While a general re-
view will be useful, it should focus particularly on the use of the SSI/UI data for accountability
purposes. Moreover, most of the studies included in these reviews were simple comparisons be-
tween the average earnings of different groups. Thus the next step of this project should be to re-
analyze some of these data using more sophisticated multivariate statistical techniques.
This project should also include a discussion of the implications of the new pathways for the
use of SSI/UI data for accountability.  The unemployment insurance data may be particularly
crude for taking into account these new developments, especially if the data are only made avail-
able in aggregate form (in different cells). Thus we need to understand whether a growing reliance
on these data will distort our understanding of community college effectiveness.
(5) Noncredit and Customized Training
Customized training, which includes contract training, is one of the fastest growing commu-
nity college activities. Community college educators and advocates argue that customized training
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and other noncredit activities represent important contributions to their local economies. Indeed,
some states claim that they have more noncredit than credit students. Noncredit training and edu-
cation is also an important contributor to the growing importance of nontraditional pathways
through higher education. Although there are some examples of impressive programs, but we
have no overall sense of the extent of these activities to say nothing of their effectiveness. Given
the growing emphasis on these activities in the community college, no overall assessment of the
effectiveness of community colleges will be complete without a better understanding of this phe-
nomenon.
At present existing national data sets are probably too small for a full and definitive study of
these types of activities. Most of our systematic knowledge about customized training comes from
surveys by individuals or groups of researchers on one institution or a set of institutions. Some
states do have data on categories of noncredit training, but we know of no systematic review of
what states know about this. Last year, the American Association of Community Colleges
(AACC) asked directors of state postsecondary education agencies for information on noncredit
education. Responses from the surveys showed that at least a dozen states were able to provide
some basic information on noncredit at community colleges. Thus these states do have relevant
databases.
Also last year, a Postsecondary Education Quick Information Survey2 (PEQIS) on noncredit
and customized training was planned by NCES. The survey, with the help of AACC, was piloted
at several two-year and four-year institutions. This particular effort, however, was cancelled pri-
marily because of the ubiquitous phrasing of the questions on the survey. The institutions also
noted that the survey placed an undue burden on them, partly due to the length of the survey.
We suggest a project that will at least lay the foundation for better knowledge and under-
standing of customized and noncredit training. This would involve building on the work of the
AACC to systematically survey of state directors to develop a catalogue of state data that could
be used to study noncredit training. This project should also evaluate the problems with the
PEQIS survey and try to develop an improved plan. While this project will probably not result in
any definitive measures before the NAVE report is due, we do think that some preliminary review
of state data will be possible. The product for this project would be a statement of the availability
of such data and descriptive and comparative analysis of the data that are available. The report
would present the nature and relative importance of noncredit education, a plan for improving the
information available, and a discussion of accountability measures for noncredit and customized
training.
                                               
2 As its name suggests, PEQIS surveys obtain information on emerging issues quickly and can be used to assess the feasibility
of developing large-scale data collection efforts on a given topic.
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(6) Responsiveness of Community Colleges to Local Labor Market Needs
Community colleges are increasingly seen as playing a vital role in economic and workforce
development. But we have no easy way to assess their effectiveness in carrying out this function.
How can we measure whether a community college's activities have contributed to economic
growth in a particular area?
One possibility would be to analyze the supply response of vocational education institutions
to rapidly growing occupations in the local area or state. We suggest that a project select a sample
of regions or cities in which the shifting occupational distribution within those regions can be
compared to trends in the occupational training and education provided by the local community
colleges. Particular emphasis should be paid to the occupations for which community colleges
have traditionally be an important source of trained labor (such as nursing and information tech-
nology). By tracking these changes over time, this project could discuss how responsive the
community colleges have been to developments in their local labor markets. Occupational distri-
butions could be measured using data from the CPS and Bureau of Economic Analysis, while the
distribution of occupational training can developed from IPEDS. This project would be particu-
larly interesting if initial findings from this quantitative study could be followed up by case studies
of particular schools that were found either particularly unresponsive or responsive.
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Appendix A
Upcoming cohorts for national educational data sets.
Data set                                                                           Data Gathering Completed
Beginning Postsecondary Survey (based on NPSAS:96 cohort) 1998
National Household Education Survey 1999
National Postsecondary Student Aid Survey 2000
Baccalaureate and Beyond (based on NPSAS:2000 cohort) 2000
National Education Longitudinal Study 2000
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Appendix B
As mentioned in the “Key Issues and Strategies,” there are eight basic questions that could
be addressed with national data. Yet only five of the eight questions can be addressed using na-
tional data. Below are the data sets that can be used with their corresponding letter designation.
1. What is the contribution of postsecondary vocational education to wages and earnings?
National Longitudinal Study
National Educational Longitudinal Study
Beginning Postsecondary Survey
High School and Beyond
Survey of Income and Program Participation
Current Population Survey
2. What are the characteristics of particularly effective postsecondary vocational programs?
Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System
Beginning Postsecondary Survey
National Postsecondary Student Aid Survey
3. To what extent do recent graduates believe that their vocational program provided the correct
mix of academic, occupational, and work-readiness skills?
Beginning Postsecondary Survey
High School and Beyond
4. To what extent do students enrolled in postsecondary vocational programs possess adequate
academic preparation? In addition to vocational studies, do they also take academic coursework
while enrolled?
High School and Beyond (transcripts)
National Educational Longitudinal Study (transcripts)
5. How efficiently do students progress to their career goal? Is “milling around” harmful to stu-
dents? What are the implications for accountability requirements? Academic and career counseling
functions?
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Beginning Postsecondary Survey
National Educational Longitudinal Study
High School and Beyond 
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Appendix C
A description of national data sets mentioned in the paper.
INTEGRATED POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION DATA SYSTEM (IPEDS)
The IPEDS surveys most postsecondary institutions annually, including universities and
colleges, as well as institutions offering technical and vocational education beyond the high school
level. IPEDS began in 1986, replacing the Higher Education General Education Information Sur-
vey (HEGIS) which began in 1966.
IPEDS consists of institutional-level data that can be used to describe trends in higher edu-
cation at the institutional, state and/or national levels. For example, researchers can use IPEDS to
analyze information on (1) enrollments of students, undergraduate, first-time freshmen, graduate
and first-professional students by race–ethnicity and sex; (2) institutional revenue and expenditure
patterns by source of income and type of expense; (3) salaries of full-time faculty by academic
rank and tenure; (4) completions (awards) by type of program, level of award, race–ethnicity, and
sex; (5) characteristics of postsecondary institutions, including tuition, room and board charges,
calendar systems, etc.; (6) status of postsecondary vocational education programs; and (7) other
issues of interest.
POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION QUICK INFORMATION SYSTEM (PEQIS)
Policy analysts, program planners, and decisionmakers in postsecondary education fre-
quently need data on emerging issues quickly. It is not always feasible for NCES to use its large,
recurring surveys to provide such data quickly due to the length of time required to implement
large-scale data collection efforts. NCES has established PEQIS in 1991 to collect timely data on
focused issues needed for program planning and policy development with a minimum burden on
respondents. In addition to obtaining information on emerging issues quickly, PEQIS surveys are
also used to assess the feasibility of developing large-scale data collection efforts on a given topic
or to supplement other NCES postsecondary surveys.
PEQIS employs a standing sample (panel) of approximately 1,500 postsecondary education
institutions and a panel of 51 state higher education agencies. PEQIS is currently conducting a
study on vocational education.
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BEGINNING POSTSECONDARY STUDENTS STUDY (BPS)
The BPS followed first time beginning students from the NPSAS conducted in 1989–90.
NPSAS:90 asked additional questions of students eligible for BPS concerning background and
experiences related to completion of postsecondary education. The BPS:90/92 data further de-
scribe the experiences during, and transitions through, postsecondary education and into the labor
force, as well as family formation. Transfers, persisters, stopouts/dropouts, and vocational com-
pleters were among those who completed interviews in the first follow-up conducted in 1992. In
the second follow-up, conducted in 1994, many will have completed a bachelors degree as well.
Base year (NPSAS:90) data and first follow-up (BPS:(90/92) are available as a single data file.
New BPS cohorts will alternate with the Baccalaureate and Beyond Study in using the NPSAS as
their base. The next BPS cohort will be based on NPSAS:96 with the first BPS follow-up in 1998.
The BPS survey will enhance and expand the base of information available regarding per-
sistence, progress, and attainment from initial time of entry into postsecondary education through
leaving and entering the work force. By starting with a cohort which has already entered post-
secondary education, BPS is able to address issues of persistence, progress, and attainment, as
well as issues related to transitions between undergraduate and graduate education and transitions
between PSE and work. By following a PSE cohort (rather than a single age elementary or sec-
ondary school cohort), BPS will be able to determine to what extent, if any, students who start
PSE later differ in their progress, persistence, and attainment. Because students who delay entry
into PSE have different experiences prior to entry than students who enter immediately after high
school, their transitions between levels of education and work may also be different.
NATIONAL POSTSECONDARY STUDENT AID STUDY (NPSAS)
The NPSAS is a comprehensive study that examines how students and their families pay for
postsecondary education. It includes nationally representative samples of undergraduates, gradu-
ate and first-professional students; students attending public and private less-than-2-year institu-
tions, community colleges, 4-year colleges, and major universities. Students who receive financial
aid as well as those who do not receive financial aid participate in NPSAS. Comprehensive stu-
dent interviews and administrative records, with exceptional detail concerning student financial
aid, are available for academic years 1986–87, 1989–90, 1992–93, and 1995–96.
The study is designed to address policy questions resulting from the rapid growth of finan-
cial aid programs and the changes in financial aid program policies since 1986. NPSAS has been
conducted triennially as in 1986–87; 1989–90; 1992–93, and 1995–96. The next study is sched-
uled for 1999–2000.
What Can We Learn About Postsecondary Vocational Education From Existing Data?
20
NPSAS covers a number of topics of interest to policymakers, educators, and researchers.
For example, NPSAS analyzes the participation of students in financial aid programs. The goal is
to identify institutional, student, and family characteristics and others related to program partici-
pation. Special population enrollment in postsecondary education is also analyzed. These popula-
tions include students with disabilities, racial and ethnic minorities, students taking
remedial/developmental courses, students from families with low incomes, and older students.
NATIONAL EDUCATION LONGITUDINAL STUDY OF 1988 (NELS)
Beginning with an 8th grade cohort in 1988, NELS:88 provides trend data about critical
transitions experienced by young people as they develop, attend school, and embark on their ca-
reers. Data were collected from students and their parents, teachers, and high school principals
and from existing school records such as high school transcripts. Cognitive tests (math, science,
reading, and history) were administered during the base year (1988), first follow-up (1990), and
second follow-up (1992). Third follow-up data are being collected in 1994. A fourth follow-up is
tentatively scheduled for 2000.
The base year of the National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88) represents
the first stage of a major longitudinal effort designed to provide trend data about critical transi-
tions experienced by students as they leave elementary school and progress through high school
and into postsecondary institutions or the work force. As such, all dropouts were retained in the
study.
HIGH SCHOOL AND BEYOND (HS&B)
 The HS&B survey describes the activities of seniors and sophomores as they progressed
through high school, postsecondary education, and into the workplace. The data span 1980
through 1992 and include parent, teacher, high school transcript, student financial aid records, and
college transcripts in addition to student questionnaires.
HS&B is a part of the NELS program, which was established to study the educational, vo-
cational, and personal development of young people beginning with their elementary or high
school years, and following them over time as they begin to take on adult roles and responsibili-
ties. Thus far, the NELS program consists of three major studies: the National Longitudinal Study
of the High School Class of 1972 (NLS-72), High School and Beyond (HS&B), and the National
Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88).
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NATIONAL LONGITUDINAL STUDY OF THE HIGH SCHOOL CLASS OF 1972
(NLS-72)
The National Longitudinal Study of the High School Class of 1972 (NLS-72) is the grand-
mother of the longitudinal studies designed and conducted by the National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES) of the U.S. Department of Education. At this point in time (1993), it is proba-
bly the richest archive ever assembled on a single generation of Americans.
The NLS describes the transition of young adults from high school through postsecondary
education and the workplace. The data span 1972 through 1986 and include college transcripts.
Participants in the study were selected when they were seniors in high school in the spring of
1972, and in a supplementary sample drawn in 1973. The records include the “Base Year” survey;
follow-up surveys in 1973, 1974, 1976, 1979, and 1986; high school records; and postsecondary
transcripts (collected in 1984).
Researchers have drawn on this archive since its inception. The history of the Class of ’72
from its high school years through its early 30s is widely considered as the baseline against which
the progress and achievements of subsequent cohorts will be measured. The principal comparisons
drawn to date have been to the second in the series of NCES longitudinal studies, the High
School and Beyond cohorts of 1980 (seniors and sophomores in that year). In the future, re-
searchers will also compare these generations to the eighth graders of the National Education
Longitudinal Study of 1988.
CURRENT POPULATION SURVEY (CPS)
The CPS is a monthly survey of about 50,000 households conducted by the Bureau of the
Census for the Bureau of Labor Statistics. The survey has been conducted for more than 50 years.
The CPS is the primary source of information on the labor force characteristics of the U.S. popu-
lation. The sample is scientifically selected to represent the civilian noninstitutional population.
Respondents are interviewed to obtain information about the employment status of each member
of the household 15 years of age and older. However, published data focus on those ages 16 and
over. The sample provides estimates for the nation as a whole and serves as part of model-based
estimates for individual states and other geographic areas.
Supplemental questions to produce estimates on a variety of topics including school enroll-
ment, income, previous work experience, health, employee benefits, and work schedules are also
often added to the regular CPS questionnaire.
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CPS data are used by government policymakers and legislators as important indicators of
our nation’s economic situation and for planning and evaluating many government programs.
They are also used by the press, students, academics, and the general public.
SURVEY OF INCOME AND PROGRAM PARTICIPATION (SIPP)
The SIPP is a household survey of about 8,000 housing units per month conducted by the
Census Bureau. The SIPP is used to examine income sources of individuals and families, partici-
pation in entitlement programs such as Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), and the
correlations between these items and individual attachments to the job market over time. While
the CPS measures labor force status at a single point in time, the SIPP interviews determine per-
sons’ work experiences week-by-week over the previous 4 months. Also, definitions of employ-
ment and the labor force are slightly different in the two surveys; as a result, SIPP tends to pick
up fewer employed and more unemployed persons than the CPS.
The survey has been designed also to provide a broader context for analysis by adding ques-
tions on a variety of topics not covered in the core section. These questions are labeled “topical
modules” and are assigned to particular interviewing waves of the survey. Topics covered by the
modules include personal history, childcare, wealth, program eligibility, child support, disability,
school enrollment, taxes, and annual income.
UNEMPLOYMENT INSURANCE (UI)
UI claims statistics are prepared by the Employment and Training Administration (ETA) of
the Department of Labor and are based on data supplied by State Employment Security Agencies
(SESA's). This program provides estimates of the total number of eligible persons filing claims for
benefits as well as the number of people making their initial claims for benefits. Excluded from the
UI claims estimate are (a) persons who exhausted their benefits, (b) workers who do not have
benefit rights (such as persons let go for cause and unemployed reentrants to the labor force), and
(c) eligible workers not filing claims.
About 90 percent of U.S. workers participate in the UI program Major groups of workers
excluded from UI coverage include all members of the Armed Forces and unpaid family workers,
as well as elected officials in most states, and some railroad employees, domestic service workers,
workers attending schools, and employees of certain small nonprofit organizations and religious
organizations. While not covered by the UI program, if these workers (except members of the
armed forces) were to become unemployed—that is, they were both available for and seeking
work—they would be included in the CPS unemployment figures.
